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This article explores Jack Mezirow’s work on Transformative Learning Theory (TLT) and ways 
that it can be applied to English Discussion Class (EDC) at Rikkyo University. This theory 
challenges students to critically examine their previous ways of learning, as well as to be more 
autonomous as learners. Using objectives guided by TLT, review questions were created and 
discussed at the beginning of the lessons in conjunction with a review of the previous lessons’ 
target language. Students’ discussion content and target language both from current and previous 
lessons were then combined to create a brief discussion that the students and instructor would 
together read aloud to gain insight into the question and practice the target language. The benefits 
and limitations of TLT will also be presented. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Drawing from Transformative Learning Theory (TLT), this article will outline the theory, its 
applications to English Discussion Class (EDC) lessons, benefits and limitations. TLT aims to 
explore how individuals examine, assess and understand their beliefs pertaining to their experience 
and make choices based on these insights in the adult learning process, in addition to “becoming 
critically aware of one’s own tacit assumptions and expectations and those of others and assessing 
their relevance for making an interpretation” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 4). Recognizing our frames of 
reference which “selectively shape and delimit perception, cognition, feelings, and disposition by 
predisposing our intentions, expectations, and purposes” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 16) and then “by 
elaborating existing frames of reference, by learning new frames of reference, by transforming 
points of view, or by transforming habits of mind” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 19), this is when 
transformative learning occurs. TLT challenges the learner to be mindful of their previous learning 
and scrutinize the way it affects their thoughts, values and actions. “[O]ne of the most frequently 
voiced opinions about English in Japan is that the high profile of, and immense interest in, the 
language is not matched by an equally high level of communicative proficiency among the 
population” (Seargeant, 2009, p. 3). EDC itself provides an alternative to traditional learning and 
teaching styles for Japan’s English as Foreign Language (EFL) education. Small classes of 
approximately eight students with a student-focused curriculum placing more value on fluency 
than accuracy, building output skills (speaking) over input skills (reading and listening) contests 
many of the traditional Japanese EFL educational practices such as top-down teaching style, 
classes of larger student numbers and a more passive rather than active learning approach. 
 An area of interest in my teaching practice and research is learner autonomy. In Deci and 
Ryan’s self-determination theory, autonomy is one of the basic physiological needs (in Apple, Da 
Silva & Fellner, 2013, p. 300). The majority of publications I read regarding learner autonomy in 
language learning cite Benson’s definition as the learner's capacity to take control over their 
learning (2011). In classroom-based approaches to fostering learner autonomy students make 
decisions about their learning processes in environments providing support and collaboration 
among students and with the teacher (Benson, 2011, p. 163). After studying the writings of Jack 
Mezirow, I was prompted to use TLT as a tool to develop my continued focus on fostering learner 
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DISCUSSION 
Applications in EDC Lessons 
Prior to studying TLT, I utilized activities to foster learner autonomy so that students could have 
more power and thus potentially be more prepared after university graduation with their increased 
independence and decision-making abilities. However, I did not view that classroom activities as 
potentially transformative actions. Drawing on TLT provided my lessons with a clearer focus on 
structuring an area for learners to reflect on their previous learning experiences, discuss their 
futures and foster learner autonomy through sharing power in the classroom, as well as to create 
a more concrete plan for the implementation of activities in comparison to before I gained 
awareness of TLT.  First, to incorporate more about transformative learning into the lessons, I 
presented new target language using a Test-Teach-Test approach. Using reflective questions about 
learners’ previous experiences and questions regarding adulthood, students could think about and 
discuss those topics in groups. It seemed that these types of questions could potentially guide 
discussions around frames of reference particularly regarding traditional EFL learning in Japan 
and the way that the EDC lesson style may challenge that, as well as a way for learners to think 
about their shift from childhood to adulthood. As this activity occurred at the start of the class, 
there was less pressure for students to create content and share ideas because the activity was only 
three minutes long and it was also used as a review for the previous lessons’ target language. As 
the focus in EDC lessons is more on form than content, I did not comment on their opinions and 
ideas in response to the question. Nonetheless, I often used their content in the Teach component 
and combined it with the previously learned functions and communication skills or target language, 
in addition to the current lesson’s target language.  
 These were the objectives that shaped the questions based on Transformative Learning 
Theory as a means for students to either reflect on their previous learning experiences, share power 
in the classrooms via self-, peer- or group-evaluations, impart the grading procedure with students, 
or to discuss such themes as independence and adulthood. The objectives, review questions and 
autonomy-building activities that were used for the lessons in both Semester 1 and 2 are shown in 
Table 1 and 2 below. The majority of the questions were presented in the three-minute review 
segment but some were used in other parts of the lesson, for instance after the second discussion 
in the first lesson, after the first discussion for group reflection and in the final lesson to give 
instructor feedback. This is noted in the tables, and is mainly because such lessons’ structures were 
different, such as with discussion test lessons, when it seemed more appropriate to use the 
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Table 1. Semester 1. 
 
Lessons Objectives Questions 
Lesson 1  Grading explanation 
of communication 
skills 
 Reflection on 
learning experience 
 “Is EDC style the same or different from the ways you 
studied English before?”  
Discussion 2 Question for 10 minutes 
Lesson 2  Independence “Is it important to have independence?” 
Lesson 3  Reflection on 
performance 
 Teamwork  
 Grading explanation  
“What is your goal for Lesson 3? What ways can you 
support classmates to help them with their goals?” 
Lesson 4  Self evaluation 
 Peer evaluation 
“How can you have a good balance [using the speaker and 
listener sides of the function; using the communication 
skills; being an active listener; sharing ideas; and having 
an equal speaking time amongst group members]?” 
Lesson 5  Goal setting  “How was your balance? How was your group’s balance? 
Good/So-so/Not good (bad)” 
One-minute reflective question about Discussion 1 
Lesson 6  Reflection on 
performance 
“In your opinion, is it easy or difficult to: Use Functions? 
Share Ideas? Use Communication Skills? Ask Follow-up 
Questions? Use 100% English?” 
Lesson 7  Awareness of 
activities 
“Why do you think you are doing many things by 
yourselves (Fluency, Reading Aloud, Self-check Paper, 
Reporting, Pair Feedback)?” 
Lesson 8  Goal setting 
 Peer evaluation 
“Do you think it is important to set goals? What are your 
goals for Lesson 9’s Discussion Test 2?” 
Lesson 9  Reporting on 
performance 
 Goal setting 
 “How was your balance? How was your group’s 
balance?” Good/So-so/Not good (bad).” 
One-minute reflective question about Discussion 1 
Lesson 10  Cultural beliefs “Do you think disagreeing is easy or difficult?” 
Lesson 11  Power 
 Explanation of 
teaching 
philosophies 
“You are the teacher. How do you motivate students?” 
Lesson 12  Goal setting 
 Peer evaluation 
“What do you think a student’s responsibility is?” 
Lesson 13  Reporting on 
performance 
 “How was your balance? How was your group’s 
balance?” Good/So-so/Not good (bad).” 
One-minute reflective question about Discussion 1 
Lesson 14  Student evaluation 
of above activities.  
Four-minute group discussion about activities used to 
foster learner autonomy. After the group discussions, 
students then shared their feedback with the instructor. 
 
 
New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion, Vol. 6, 2018 
 84 
 
Table 2. Semester 2. 
 
Lessons Objectives Questions 
Lesson 1  Grading explanation 
of communication 
skills 
 Reflection on 
learning experience  
“What are your goals for second semester (hints: for 
university classes, EDC, club, friends, part-time job, etc.)? 
What will be your motivation to do your best in second 
semester (hints: high scores, improving skills, more 
independence, supporting classmates, etc.)? 
What did you enjoy most about first semester in 
university? What did you find most difficult about first 
semester?” 
Discussion 2 Question for 16 minutes 
Lesson 2  Self evaluation 
 Grading explanation 
of functions 
N/A 
Lesson 3  Reflection on 
performance 
 Grading explanation  
“For the Discussion Test criteria (A. Functions, B. 
Content, C. Communication Skills, D. Questions, E. 
Language), what’s your strong point? Your weak point?” 
Lesson 4  Self evaluation 
 Peer evaluation 
“What is your goal for next lesson’s Discussion Test? How 
will you do this goal?” 
Lesson 5  Goal setting N/A 
Lesson 6  Student feedback “For English Discussion Class, what are the good points? 
What are the bad points?” 
Lesson 7  Awareness of 
preference 
“Which do you like better - group projects or individual 
projects?” 
Lesson 8  Goal setting 
 Peer evaluation 
“How will you prepare for next lesson’s Discussion Test 
2?” 
Lesson 9  Goal setting N/A 
Lesson 10  Independence  “For independence, which is better – a part-time job or 
club activities?” 
Lesson 11  Power 
 Explanation of 
teaching 
philosophies 
“What are the advantages and disadvantages of being an 
adult?” 
Lesson 12  Goal setting 
 Peer evaluation 
“If you were the teacher, how would you motivate 
students?” 
Lesson 13  Goal setting Students gave group feedback about their performance in 
DT3 to me. 
Lesson 14  Role of expert “What advice would you give to 2018-2019 first-year 
students about English Discussion Class?” 
 
The review questions are the first Test component and the following is an example of the Teach 
component. As the students discussed the question in groups, this is similar to what I would write 
on the board using the review question from lesson 11 of the second semester: 
 




A: What shall we discuss first? 
B: Let’s discuss: What are the advantages and disadvantages of being an adult? 
C: Can I start? In my opinion, one disadvantage of being an adult is that you have more 
responsibility than a child. Is there anything more to say? 
A: What makes you say that? 
B: When I see many adults, they have a lot of stress. What are the advantages or disadvantages of 
being an adult? Is there anything to add? 
 
After the three minutes were finished, I asked students for feedback about which of the previous 
functions they had used in the review. Then we read the current lesson’s function or 
communication skill together. Next we read the boarded discussion, such as the example given 
above, together resulting in the Teach section of Test-Teach-Test. Because EDC’s main evaluation 
criteria are students’ use of functions and communication skills, and not the content of their ideas, 
I made no comments on the content of the boarded discussion or the objective of the questions. If 
students had difficulties understanding the question, I would check their understanding by 
paraphrasing. If students were not able to provide content, I would create content myself; however, 
the aim was to use student-generated content whenever possible. One objective which differed 
from the others is “cultural beliefs” as in a first semester question (from lesson 10): “Do you think 
disagreeing is easy or difficult?” Since many people in Japan say that Japanese people seem to 
have more difficult disagreeing than other cultural groups, I decided to give students the space to 
discuss this. As stated earlier, I did not give comments on the students’ opinions or content. The 
objective of the final lessons in both semesters also differed in that students gave an evaluation of 
the activities to me and students took on the role of expert giving course advice to future EDC 
students. When the questions were related to feedback and reflection about performance, the 
students told me their ideas and answers. 
 Other activities connected to TLT’s objectives were the evaluation component that focused 
on autonomy and the sharing of traditional teacher-led responsibilities with the learners through 
self-check papers, peer-monitoring, reflections on their own individual and their groups’ 
performance, as well as individual and group goal-setting. In the first few lessons, I also explained 
about the need to have increased independence as students prepare to enter the workforce and that 
EDC would be a good chance for students to behave more maturely as they were not longer high 
school students and would soon be adults. Furthermore, I shared that in my lessons there would 
be the opportunity for students to make more decisions by themselves instead of being determined 
by the instructor particularly in regards to the fluency-building activity, which required the 
students to determine the roles of speakers and listeners; and to control the timers for the three-
minute, two-minute and one-minute segments of the activity. This is further connected to my 
teaching philosophy shaped by learner autonomy, a student-centered focus and egalitarian practice.  
 
Benefits 
Using the questions guided by transformative learning as the first Test was a simple approach 
which allowed students to think about the themes connected to TLT while providing a review of 
the target language and an introduction to the current lesson’s target language. Starting the class 
with a question shaped by TLT also appeared to create a more mature learning environment. 
Moreover, giving students a space to discuss these topics at the beginning of the class also 
provided them with the time to prepare for the student-centered and participatory principles that 
EDC employs. When the questions were used at other times in the lesson such as to guide group 
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reflection on their performance in the first group discussion or to provide instructor feedback, 
instead of as a review, the students could develop their evaluation skills. Though students 
sometimes commented that the questions were difficult, after taking some time to formulate their 
ideas in English, most did their best to answer the questions thoughtfully. As an instructor, using 
TLT to guide my lessons provided me with a way to enrich the activities I used to foster learner 
autonomy specifically connected to sharing power with students through the evaluation segment, 
for instance with individual, peer, group and even instructor feedback.  
 
Limitations 
Critics of Mezirow’s theory argue that it does not provide “a coherent comprehensive theory of 
social change” (Collard & Law, 1989, p. 102). However, in reference to EDC there were two other 
primary limitations of the theory which were related to the learners’ awareness of TLT and its 
target age group. First, due to time and language restraints, I could not explain to students that 
TLT was the basis for the review questions. However, these three words were always on the board: 
“Independence, Balance, Support”. In lessons one to four, I explained to students that they were 
expected to take on more responsibility in the lessons through decision-making, that all members 
should be active, and that I would support them whenever they needed help and in turn they should 
support each other. It does seem that this practice could provide an indirect link to the theory. 
 Second, the target age group of TLT is adult learners, as they will most probably have more 
awareness of their worldviews and values than younger learners (Mezirow, 2000, p. 26), writing: 
 
“A mindful transformative learning experience requires that the learner make an informed 
reflective decision to act on his or her reflective insight… [and a]lthough adolescents may 
learn to become critically reflective of the assumptions of others, becoming critically 
reflective of one’s own assumptions appears to be much more likely to occur in adults” (pp. 
24, 26). 
 
In the EDC context the majority of the students are 18 or 19 years old – below the Japanese legal 
age of 20 years old - although some first-year students may legally be adults as result of taking 




Educational theories can provide instructors with models and practices to not only supplement 
their teaching in the classroom but also develop their beliefs, attitudes and behaviors. Using TLT 
in relation to the EDC review activity using questions guided by TLT’s objectives provided new 
ways of giving students a space for reflection about their previous ways of learning and to consider 
what adulthood may be like, in addition to fostering more learner autonomy in the EFL 
environment. According to Mezirow, “Adult educators are committed to efforts to create a more 
equal set of enabling conditions in our society, to the ideal of social justice” (2000, p. 27). Having 
more student discussions about the objections of Transformative Learning Theory can potentially 
aid them in examining their worldviews and can be a basis to prepare them to be more responsible 
adults in the future. 
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